Characterization of subcolumnar reserve cells and other epithelia of human uterine cervix. Demonstration of diverse cytokeratin polypeptides in reserve cells.
We have analyzed the expression of cytokeratin polypeptides in subcolumnar reserve cells of the human uterine endocervical mucosa and the other epithelial cells using immunoperoxidase and immunofluorescence microscopy as well as by applying two-dimensional gel electrophoresis to microdissected cytoskeletal preparations. Endocervical columnar cells were uniformly positive for antibodies directed against the simple epithelium-type cytokeratins nos. 7, 8, 18, and 19, while a variable proportion of these cells was stained by an antibody against cytokeratin no. 4. Reserve cells were not only positive for cytokeratins nos. 8 (weakly and variably) and 19 but were also decorated by antibody KA 1, which reacts with cytokeratins present in stratified squamous epithelia. This last antibody selectively decorated reserve cells even when they were flat and inconspicuous. Antibody KA 1 uniformly stained the ectocervical squamous epithelium, the basal cells of which were also decorated by antibodies directed against cytokeratins nos. 8 (weakly and variably) and 19. Ectocervical suprabasal cells were positive, to a variable extent, for antibodies against cytokeratins nos. 4, 10/11, and 13. Gel electrophoresis revealed the presence of squamous-type cytokeratins nos. 5 and 17 in reserve cell-rich, but not in reserve cell-free, endocervical mucosa. We also analyzed the distribution pattern of these cells, as revealed by antibody KA 1, in the endocervical mucosa of 26 uteri. In all the specimens examined reserve cells were present, but their numbers exhibited considerable variation. In some cases these cells were confined to small islets localized deep within the cervical canal and lacked any continuity with the squamous epithelium. The expression of cytokeratins nos. 5 and 17 in reserve cells indicates that these cells have undergone a low level of squamous differentiation. The additional expression of cytokeratins nos. 8 and 19 in these cells points to a relationship with simple epithelial cells. The present data would seem to favor the view that reserve cells originate in situ from the columnar epithelium; however, this would imply an acquisition of new differentiation properties.